BREVIORA 


Museum of Comparative Zoology 

Cambridge, Mass. 18 September, 1970 Number 354 


TAXONOMIC AND ECOLOGICAL NOTES ON SOME 
MIDDLE AND SOUTH AMERICAN LIZARDS OF THE 
GENUS Ameivo (TEIIDAE) 

Arthur C. Echternacht 


Abstract. The taxonomy of two Middle American and one South 
American Ameiva (Sauria, Teiidae) is discussed. Ameiva festiva niceforoi 
Dunn is accorded species rank, A. /. miadis Barbour and Loveridge is for¬ 
mally designated a subspecies of A. wululcita , and A. undiilatci thonuisi 
Smith and Laufe is placed in the synonymy of A. chaitzami Stuart. Diag¬ 
noses and statements of range are provided for each, and ecological in¬ 
formation is presented for miadis. The condition of the median parietal 
(divided or not) is shown to be unstable in Ameiva and useless for diag¬ 
nosing species in Middle America. 

INTRODUCTION 

In the course of my studies of geographic variation in the 
Middle American species of the lizard genus Ameiva, I have found 
that certain taxa require reallocation and that diagnoses presented 
with the original descriptions of some are either in error or mis¬ 
leading. It is the purpose of this paper to clarify the taxonomic 
positions of three of these taxa. A diagnosis is presented for 
each, and ecological information is included where warranted. 
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Ameiva niceforoi Dunn 

Ameivci fesliva niceforoi Dunn, Notulae Naturae no. 126: 1-2, 1943 
(Holotype: ANSP 24300. Type Locality: “Sasaima, in the eastern Andes, 
75 km northwest of Bogota, altitude 1200 meters,” Colombia. Collector: 
Hermano Niceforo Maria). 

Diagnosis. Ameiva niceforoi can be distinguished from its 
congeners by the following combination of characters: Small size 
(maximum observed snout-vent length [SVL] 82 mm for males, 
75 mm for females); central gular scales much enlarged, surround¬ 
ing scales diminishing in size gradually toward the periphery of 
the gular region; frontal and frontoparietal scales entire; three 
parietal scales; total number of femoral pores moderate; number 
of dorsal granules around the body (GAB) and occiput to rump 
(GOR) low; no preanal spurs; broad middorsal stripe bordered 
laterally by a fine white stripe; black dorsolateral stripe bordered 
ventrally by a fine white stripe; no narrow, light-colored vertebral 
stripe. 

Range . Known only from the type locality and from Honda, 
Departamento Tolima, Colombia. 

Remarks. Dunn (1943) diagnosed Ameiva festiva niceforoi 
( =A. niceforoi) as “A form of festiva, identical with it in size, 
proportions, and in scalation, but remarkably different in mark¬ 
ings/’ In addition to color pattern (Fig. 1A), niceforoi differs 
from festiva in a number of characters of scutellation. In color 
pattern, niceforoi is virtually identical to female or subadult male 
A. leptophrys but differs from leptophrys in numerous scale char¬ 
acters. Some pertinent differences among the three species are 
summarized in Table 1. Because geographic variation is marked 
(Echternacht, 1970), means of characters of scutellation for an 
entire species tend to mask similarities between niceforoi and 
samples of other species drawn from nearby localities. For this 
reason, means for nearby samples are given as well as those for 
the entire species. In addition to the total number of femoral 
pores, GAB and GOR, niceforoi differs from leptophrys in the 
arrangement of scales peripheral to the enlarged central gulars. In 
leptophrys the posterior gular scales are much reduced in size 
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Figure 1. (A) Ameiva niceforoi , paratype (ANSP 24303: Sasaima, 

Depto. Cundinamarca, Colombia), snout-vent length 77 mm. (B) Ameiva 
undulala miadis, holotype (MCZ 26970: Isla del Maiz Grande, Depto. 
Zelaya, Nicaragua), 126 mm. (C) Ameiva chaitzami , paratype (MCZ 
52170 [formerly UMMZ 90642]: Along Cahabon-Languin trail ca. 2 km 
N Finca Canihor, Depto. Alta Verapaz, Guatemala), 69 mm. All males. 


relative to the anterior gulars. Ameiva niceforoi and festiva are 
similar in this respect. 

No other South American species of Ameiva seems to be closely 
related to any of the three species discussed above. An Ameiva 
similar to niceforoi could have given rise to either leptophrys or 
festiva or to both, but the present chaotic situation with respect 
to the taxonomy of Ameiva in South America (Medem, 1969) pre¬ 
cludes decisive conclusions concerning phylogenetic relationships. 
Studies in progress are designed to clarify this situation. 

Other than the type series (ANSP 22784, 24300-303), only 
three specimens of Ameiva niceforoi are known: USNM 93500- 
93501 (Topotypes) and AMNH 35300 from Honda, Depto. 
Tolima, Colombia. 
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Table 1. Comparison of Ameiva niceforoi with A. leptophrys and A. festiva . Upper number, sample 
mean; Middle numbers, range; Lower number, sample size, Ameiva leptophrys is not sexually dimorphic 
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Ameiva undulata miadis Barbour and Loveridge 

Ameiva festiva miadis Barbour and Loveridge, Bull. Mus. Comp. Zool., 
69: 141-142, 1929 (Holotype: MCZ 26970. Type Locality: “Great Corn 
Island” [ = Isla del Maiz Grande], Depto. Zelaya, Nicaragua. Collector: 
James L. Peters). 

Ameiva undulata miadis, Dunn, Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Philadelphia, 92: 
115, 1940. Villa, Rev. Biol. Trop., 15: 119, 1968. 

Diagnosis. Ameiva undulata miadis (Fig. IB) can be dis¬ 
tinguished from A. festiva and other subspecies of A. undulata 
on the basis of its unique color pattern: No narrow, light-colored 
vertebral stripe; lateral pattern of blue (males) or gray-brown 
(females) bars on a black background extending from mid¬ 
dorsal stripe to enlarged ventral scutes; broad middorsal stripe 
from occiput onto tail, much disrupted by transverse black blotches 
that are often continuous with the black background color of the 
flanks; sexual dimorphism in color, but not pattern, in adults. 

Range. Known only from Islas del Maiz, Depto. Zelaya, Nica¬ 
ragua. 

Remarks. With the exceptions noted above, Ameiva undulata 
miadis is similar to other subspecies of undulata that have barred 
flanks (see Echternacht, 1970). Dunn (1940) and Villa (1968) 
have briefly alluded to the relationship of miadis with undulata 

Barbour and Loveridge (1929) considered Ameiva festiva 
miadis ( ==A. undulata miadis) to be intermediate between A. 
festiva and A. ruthveni ( =A. leptophrys) . Color pattern alone 
distinguishes miadis from leptophrys , but in addition, the peri¬ 
pheral gular scales of undulata are like those described for niceforoi 
above and differ from those of leptophrys in the same manner. 
Also, in leptophrys the postnasals are not in contact with the pre¬ 
frontal scales, whereas in undulata these scales are in contact. 

The nearest known mainland populations of Ameiva festiva are 
at Bluefields, Depto. Zelaya, Nicaragua, about 85 kilometers west 
of Isla del Maiz Grande. Ameiva festiva from Bluefields are 
typical of the species in having a well-defined vertebral stripe in 
all but large adults and in having little barring on the flanks. 
Nearest known populations of leptophrys are in the southeastern 
lowlands of Costa Rica, and the nearest populations of undulata 
are in northeastern Honduras, western Nicaragua, and northwest¬ 
ern Costa Rica. Four specimens of undulata (ANSP 15438- 
15441) from Huaunta Haulover, Depto. Zelaya, Nicaragua, about 
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150 kilometers north-northwest of Isla del Maiz Grande, may in¬ 
dicate an isolated population there. In color pattern, the undulata 
from Islas del Maiz most closely resemble those from near Cata- 
camas, Depto. Olancho, Honduras. In these Honduranian 
Ameiva, the middorsal stripe is heavily blotched, but the blotches 
are never continuous onto the flanks. 

Island populations of Middle American Ameiva (with the ex¬ 
ception of quachilineata) tend to have a relatively high GAB count 
when compared to mainland samples of the same species (see 
Echternacht, 1970). Although the mean for this character does 
not differ statistically from those of certain mainland samples 
examined, it is the highest recorded for the species ( A . undulata: 
x = 149.5, standard deviation of the mean = 16.5, range = 
108-202, N = 918. A. it. miadis: x = 186.3 rt 9.3, range = 
165-202, N = 42). 

Nothing has been reported of the ecology of Ameiva undulata 
miadis. 1 was able to make some observations on June 4-8, 1966. 
The lizard is very common on Isla del Maiz Grande and I found it 
particularly abundant in clearings within the coconut groves that 
cover the island (Fig. 2). It was also common in the shrub and 



Figure 2. Habitat of Ameiva undulata miadis on Isla del Maiz Grande, 
Depto. Zelaya, Nicaragua. June 1966. 
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grassy vegetation along the airstrip and in clearings around build¬ 
ings. None were seen on open beaches. Individuals often were 
encountered basking or foraging on or around fallen palm fronds. 
Activity extended from dawn until dusk, but more lizards were 
seen early in the day than in late afternoon. The lizards were not 
active in rain. Hatchlings with clearly delineated umbilical scars 
were observed. The chin, gular region, and anteriormost part of 
the chest of many males was bright reddish orange. In others, 
this area was pale blue. Such dichromatism is widespread among 
species of Ameiva and may be associated with reproductive con¬ 
dition. Evidence is lacking on this point. English-speaking resi¬ 
dents of the island refer to the Ameiva simply as ‘‘lizard,” al¬ 
though they have specific names for Iguana iguana and Cteno- 
saura similis, both of which are common. 

Ameiva chaitzami Stuart 

Ameiva chaitzami Stuart, Proc. Biol. Soc. Washington, 55: 143, 1942 
(Holotype: UMMZ 90638. Type Locality: “Along Cahabon-Languin trail 
about 2 km north of Finca Canihor . . . , Alta Verapaz, Guatemala.” Col¬ 
lector: L. C. Stuart). 

Ameiva undulata thotnasi Smith and Laufe, Univ. Kansas Sci. Bull., 31: 
47-50, pi. IA, 1946 (Holotype: FMNH 100006. Type Locality: “La Liber- 
tad, Chiapas, near Rio Cuilco where it crosses the Guatemalan border,” 
Mexico. Collector: Henry D. Thomas). New synonymy. 

Diagnosis. Ameiva chaitzami (Fig. 1C) can be distinguished 
from its congeners by the following combination of characters: 
Small size (maximum observed SVL 85 mm for males, 75 mm for 
females); central gular scales enlarged, in longitudinal series; 
gradual reduction in size of scales radiating outward from the 
central gulars; prefrontals in contact with postnasals; three parietal 
scales (four if median parietal divided); transverse row of abrupt¬ 
ly enlarged mesoptychial scales; usually eight transverse rows of 
ventral scutes at midbody; moderately narrow middorsal stripe 
(mean width in terms of granules 37.1, N = 61); no narrow, 
well-defined vertebral stripe; often a dark secondary stripe medial 
to the dorsolateral light stripes; dorsolateral blotches of adult 
males fused to the dorsolateral light stripe so that the latter has 
a well-defined dorsal border, an irregular ventral border. The 
latter character alone will distinguish chaitzami from undulata 
with certainty. 
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Range. Valleys of the upper tributaries of the Rio Grijalva 
in Chiapas, Mexico, and west-central Guatemala, from the vicin¬ 
ity of Finca Canihor, Depto. Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, and near 
Poptun, Depto. El Peten, Guatemala. 

Remarks . Stuart (1942) diagnosed Ameiva chaitzcimi as “An 
Ameiva almost identical with Ameiva iindulata stuarti Smith from 
which it may readily be distinguished by the fact that the median 
parietal is divided longitudinally to produce four instead of three 
parietals.” The posterior scales on the dorsal surface of the head 
is an unstable character among Middle American species of 
Ameiva , and diagnoses based on scales in the area are unreliable 
(Echternacht, 1970). Considering iindulata only, I noted the 
median parietal to be divided or semidivided in 22.4 per cent of 
1043 specimens obtained from throughout the range of the species. 
This is probably a conservative estimate of the frequency of oc¬ 
currence of this condition, because the information was not noted 
early in the study. There seem to be no geographic trends as¬ 
sociated with the condition of the median parietal. At least 38 
of 45 samples contained individuals with divided or semidivided 
median parietals. Samples having a high frequency of occurrence 
of division were as follows: near Chinandega, Depto. Chinandega, 
Nicaragua (55 per cent, N = 31); Piedras Negras, Depto. El 
Peten, Guatemala (72 per cent, N = 32); Canihor, Depto. Alta 
Verapaz, Guatemala (50 per cent, N = 30); near Panajachel, 
Depto. Solola, Guatemala (48 per cent, N = 29); Sabana de 
San Guintin, Chiapas, Mexico (TOO per cent, N = 10); near Las 
Tazas and Florida, Chiapas, Mexico (90 per cent, N = 30). 
Three samples of chaitzami yielded the following frequencies: 
Comitan, Chiapas, Mexico, 3 per cent (N = 30); near San An¬ 
tonio Huista, Depto. Huehuetenango, Guatemala, 10 per cent 
(N = 31); near Finca Canihor, Depto. Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 
and near Poptun, Depto. El Peten, Guatemala, 89 per cent (N = 
9). Six of the nine in the last sample constitute the type series. 
At the type locality and at Poptun, chaitzami is sympatric with 
A. iindulata hartwegi Smith, a large subspecies quite distinct in color 
pattern and scutellation from chaitzami. The samples from Canihor 
and Piedras Negras, Guatemala, and from Sabana de San Guintin, 
Chiapas, are hartwegi. Elsewhere within its range, samples of 
hartwegi have from 13 to 30 per cent of individuals with divided 
or semidivided median parietals. It is noteworthy that the holo- 
type of hartwegi (FMNH 108600), obtained across the Rio Usu- 
macinta from Piedras Negras, has a divided median parietal. 
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Smith and Laufe (1946) discussed the evolution of Ameiva 
undulata and recognized several new subspecies, but they ap¬ 
parently did not examine specimens of chaitzami. The description 
of A. it . thomasi (Smith and Laufe, 1946) agrees with that of 
Stuart (1942) for chaitzami in most respects. I have examined 
the type specimens of both and consider them to be conspecific. 
The samples cited above from Comitan and near San Antonio 
Huista are from within the range of thomasi as described by 
Smith and Laufe (1946). 
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